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Leptospirosis 
A disease called leptospirosis (Lepta) has been 
inflicting heavy losses in livestock throughout the 
United States. It ranks as one of our most costly live-
stock diseases. The disease primarily affects cattle and 
swine. However, it may infect sheep, goats, horses, and 
man. The organism causing the disease can also be 
isolated from several different species of rodents and 
other wild animals. 
Cause 
Leptospirosis is caused by a microscopic organism. 
There are over 60 different members belonging to 
the leptospira family. Certain members of this family 
are encountered more often in infections of domestic 
livestock. In some cases an animal may be infected 
with more than one member of the leptospira family. 
Symptoms 
The symptoms of leptospirosis vary widely be-
tween species and between animals of the same spe-
cies. Bloody urine, abortion, off feed, anemia, mastitis 
and sudden death are some of the symptoms com-
monly seen on the farm. Several other diseases must 
be ruled out before making a diagnosis of "Lepta." 
Quite often a Veterinarian will send blood samples 
to a Diagnostic Laboratory before making a definite 
diagnosis of "Lepta." 
· Spread of Lepto 
The disease is usually spread by contamination of 
feed and water with urine of infected animals. The 
organisms often gain entrance into susceptible ani-
mals through mucus membranes of the eyes, nose or 
mouth when they eat contaminated feed or water. 
The leptospiral organism can live in stagnant 
ponds for a considerable length of time. Animals may 
contract the disease by drinking water from ponds 
contaminated with leptospira organisms. 
The disease may also be spread from farm to farm 
by infected rodents or infected ]ivestock. Carrier ani-
mals infected with lepto is a serious problem to the 
livestock producer. 
By Gordon McNeilly, Extension Veterinarian and Livestock 
Health Specialist and G. S. Harshfield, Professor of Veterinary 
Science 
Diagnosis 
Lepta can readily be confused with one or more 
diseases. An experienced diagnostician can often diag-
nose the disease based on symptoms, case history, and 
community history. However, quite often a Veteri-
narian will submit blood samples to a laboratory for 
serological confirmation. Occasionally, the Veteri-
narian may submit more than one blood sample to 
the laboratory before a definite diagnosis can be made. 
Prevention 
Purchase animals known to be free of leptospiro-
sis. Isolate for 30 days and retest. 
Develop an effective program to exterminate all 
rodents which may carry the disease to your farm. 
This will be more effective as a community project. 
Develop a vaccination program best suited for 
your farm and your community ( vaccination pro-
gram varies from one area to another). 
Isolate sick animals and consult a Veterinarian 
immediately if leptospirosis is suspected. 
Owners should use extreme caution when work-
ing around infected animals. Pasteurize milk for 
home use. 
Discard milk from animals being treated for 
"Lepta" infection. 
REDUCE LOSSES 
Consult with your veterinarian before introducing 
new animals into your herd. 
Early diagnosis and isolation may reduce losses to 
owner. 
A carefully planned vaccination program will pay. 
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